IS   BERNARD   SHAW  SERIOUS?                    253
equivalent. Such escapes, however, have had to be paid
for, and in Shaw's case the price was high; for he has had
to suffer the anguish of preaching, not to empty benches,
but to packed congregations of deaf persons who came to
church only to watch the funny preacher's antics and
grimaces. Where he offers sermons they find only enter-
tainments, and when he would administer mental and
spiritual purgatives in the form of bitter pills considerately
sugar-coated, what do the ungrateful people do but enjoy
the sugar and refuse the pill? The sugar alone, they say,
is worth the price of admission. Having paid the piper,
they imagine the notes of their favourite tune in whatever
the piper plays. Thus Back to Methuselah is remembered
chiefly for its Serpent and its length, or for its portraits of
Asquith and Lloyd George; Pygmalion for its * Not bloody
likely!'; Mrs. Warren's Profession for being banned for so
long; Fanny's First Play for the trimmings of its prologue
and epilogue; Candida for its scene of Prossy tipsy; Arms
and the Man for being a sort of unmusical version of a
musical comedy called The Chocolate Soldier; and so on.
Poor Shaw! The Prophet Jeremiah lamented that the
Children of Israel had come to regard him only *as one
that hath a pleasant voice and can play well on an instrument/
The Prophet Shaw knows just how he felt.
What I am trying to say has been sharpened once for all
to a point of concise lucidity by Professor Ifor Evans,
thaw's message/ he says, 'would have been clearer if the
wit had been less.'
Though Shaw's voice may be pleasanter than Jeremiah's,
the things he says with it are rarely pleasant. His views
are never popular, his opinions never orthodox, his con-
victions never conventional. If they were, they would be
out of date; and that is something a self-confessed heretic
like Shaw can never afford to be, because the heretic is no
longer a heretic when all believe in his heresy, The heretic,
the reformer, the prophet, the revolutionary must always
march ahead of the times, never with them. That is their
function. And if they are successful they will be duly
stoned, burnt, hanged, imprisoned, or banned, according to
the age and place they live in. Nor will they escape these